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EDWARD BETTS began studying
painting seriously when he was
fifteen, attending summer sessions at
the Art Students League in New
York. After graduation from Yale in
1942, he spent four years in the
Army, then returned to the League
for another period of study. Since
1949 he has been an instructor in the
Art Department at the University of
lllinois in Champaign. His work is in
several museum collections and can
be seen at the Contemporary Arts
Gallery in New York City.
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Edward Betts

discusses his

Lacquer Paintings

I no longer paint in oils. About six ycars ago I abandoned oils
in favor of casein, and in 1950, looking for a major medium that
combined the richness and permanence of oils with the [ast-
drying properties of casein, I began to cxperiment with artists’
lacquers. Today the major part of my output is in this medium.
I paint quite rapidly, so it is particularly important that I
employ a quick-drying medium that permits repeated over-
painting during the course of five or six hours. Lacquer dries
swiftly and allows almost immediate overpainting, scumbling
and glazing. My painting supports for lacquer arc usually
masonite panels. For small pictures I sometimes use mounted
watercolor boards, mat boards or paper, [raming them as
gouaches under glass.

I very seldom begin with a preconceived composition, and [
never precede a painting with drawings or studies. Preliminary
studies tend to decrease my interest in the actual process of paint-
ing and somehow inhibit any chances of allowing the picture to
grow and evolve of its own accord. I painted directly from nature
for over ten years but all my current work is created in the studio
and is the outgrowth of memory and experience rather than
on-the-spot sketches or photographs.

I have a workbook in which I keep a long list of possible
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“Black Fish” casein 30 x 22

picture titles which are not nccessarily
intended to be given to any specific
painting, but rather to furnish me with
the initial impetus for a day’s work.
There are such titles as “Black Against
the Sea,” “Within the Rock,” “Strata of
the Shore,” “Drowned Coast.” These
evoke a mood and get the act ol painting
under way even though the completed
picture may turn out to be quite different
in subject and mood.

Since therc is no spccific image in
mind at the start, I simply begin to paint
more or less intuitively, gradually estab-
lishing abstract color areas and move-
ments out of which the landscape in its
final form may emerge. This underlying
formal order which furnishes the struc-
ture of the picture also provides a rich
underpainting in  color and texture
which is used to enrich the surface
quality of the completed work. In the
first stages, then, the panel is—almost
literally—attacked with paint; but, once
the form of the picture begins to assert
itself, the approach is more meditative
and complex.

Most of my work is done with the
palette knife though occasionally I use
bristle brushes as well. I sometimes enjoy
the thrill of harnessing accidents by
manipulating the results on the canvas
with brushes, painting knives, rags or
whatever is handy.

I have two definite techniques for
applying color. The first, and the one I
use most, is to handle the color loosely
in large semiblended aveas dictated by
[eeling and movement of pattern.

The second method uses the lacquer
in tight geometrical forms and is much
more analytical as to design qualities
than the first. Both starting techniques
are totally abstract in concept with abso-
lutely no attempt at this point toward
realistic thinking.

The first stage of filling the complete
painting surface is usually done on
[rom [our to eight canvases at one sitting.
At no time have I ever worked a single
painting from start to finish before
starting a second, third or a fourth.
When I paint, I like to [eel that I am
working with colors and ideas rather
than just making a picture. At the end
of this period I have started a group of
paintings, but I have fknished none. I
then leave the paintings, letting some
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Betts’ palette is of the peel-off disposable variety. The containers
of lacquer arc arranged around its edge. The palette knife is the

tool he uses most in painting but brushes are also needed.

Betts always works with the panel lying flat on a drawing board
or table. Often the colors are transferred directly from the con-
tainers to the painting support, then mixed and blended thereon.

Photography by Leonard Zamiska

time elapse before they are touched again. After a
healthy painting session I feel myself in a very satisfied
state of happy exhilaration.

The next step is not one of manipulation but of
contemplation. I sit with each painting for a period of
time looking at it, turning it and trying to find some
affinity between the painted surface and myself, If no
emotional contact is made, I leave it for another time.
If, however, it clicks, then the canvas is put on an easel
and step three takes place.

In this step, a retarder is sometimes used to slow
the drying process. The lacquer is now applied in thin
transparent masses suggestive of the theme but with
no painted linear delineation. While wet, sponges,
rags, etching needles, knives and scratchboard tools
are used to remove the paint in developing the theme.
In other words, painting is a process of application and
removal followed perhaps by further application and
possibly further removal. Usually two or three paint-
ings are again lelt to dry and again a period of waiting
takes place. This lapse of time serves two purposes:
The first, a technical one, is to allow for thorough
drying and hardening. The second, a highly personal
reason, is to prove to myself the validity of my first
conceived impression. The final stage of the painting
is calligraphic delineation. The lines may be heavy
and straight, or soft, thin and flowing, dictated by the
feeling about the subject or the pattern. The amount
of time spent on a picture may vary from a single
morning to more than three weeks depending on how
often I have to build, destroy and rebuild various
areas.

In June 1947, quite by chance, I went to Ogunquit,
Maine, for the summer and have returned there to
paint every summer since. It was with those first
paintings of the Maine coast that my work began to
jell. I responded to the forms and textures of the
coastal region and fully indulged my love of the sea
in all its aspects. Rocks and pines and surf and sky
became recurrent motifs that still fascinate me. In
Maine I filled a stack of sketchbooks with material
and took hundreds of photographs, working not only
in the vicinity of Ogunquit, (continued on page 59)
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While Betts never does preliminary sketches for particular paintings, e has filled many sketch-
books with drawings and graphic notes such as _lhese. The rocks and pines, surf and sky
of the Maine coast near Ogunquit are recurrent motifs in his paintings.

42  American Artist


https://v3.camscanner.com/user/download

L

SR B SR e

FROZEN LANDSCAPE

:-&l ;' ot :J .‘
L0

LACQUER 28 x40

Courtesy Contemporary Arts Ine.

BY

EDWARD BETTS

American Artist

CamScanner


https://v3.camscanner.com/user/download

Imported German

wo0ODBLOCK CUTTING
& ENGRAVING TOOLS
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for Students, Instructors, Amateur and
Professional Illustrators & Artists. Avail-
able through your School, Art Supply
House or direct from

FRANK MITTERMEIER
(Est. 1936)

Exclusive Importer
3577 E. TREMONT AVE., New York 65, N. Y.

Send for Free 8 page folder on
Woodcarving Tools,

#aﬁaat KILN KIT
Everything Large
you need Chamber

12" wide
to make 11" deep
this 9" High
Professional .
looking Sensational
kiln Value

Send for descriptive Folder

The Electric Hotpack Co., Inec.
5045 Cottman St., Philadelphia 35, Pa.

“DIAL”

FAST=-EASY TO USE
A turn of the dial
and you have the
character count, per
line, to fit your type
layout . . . for the
many type-faces in
present-day use. !
Handy folder illus- f
trates the sizes for
type-styling guid- |
ance — also shows
popular display
faces. Complete kit
... $2.95, postpaid.
Circular on request.
CASGEL SERVICE, 493 Foch Blvd., Mineola, N.Y.

TYPE CALCULATOR]|

ENAMELING
KILNS OF
several types & sizes
ALSO GENERAL .
PURPOSE FRONT
LOADING KILNS

Petterson Multi-Unit Kilns
413 N, Alameda St., Compton, Calif.

DO LIFE-LIKE PORTRAITS—
The easy way! —~——==

Just send us the photo  we !uill

reproduce it — in perfect detail —

on heavy tapestry canvas-paper,

5 mounted and ready to paint, in

ony size. Guaranteed not lo crack!
Ask for circular T

CLARK & FREED160 W. 46 StN.Y,

EDITORIAL (from page 58)

munity and ol continuity, so needed
in this chaotic land where the general
motto of writers might be ‘out of no-
where into nothing.’ What did C. Day
Lewis mean when he said, *The pres-
ent s nothing unless it is spun [rom a
live thread out of the past’?—and in-
sofar as we fail to remember our own
great men of former days, so [ar the
greatest of our time will also be [for-
gotten. For the actual possibility of
durable [ame depends on the memory
ol those who have deserved it. We
must cultivate this memory, we must
transcend the raw youth that is always
beginning again on new [rontiers, that
is all forcground without any back-
ground and resents the mere thought
ol the background that affords us a
further dimension of collective depth.”

Van Wyck Brooks

* * 3*

These impressions are particularly
appropriate in this issuc of AMERICAN
ArTisT in which we have [ocused the
spotlight upon a great Amecrican paint-
er who, at present, is a favorite target
for “the hard little eye of detraction.”
Sargent, in our opinion, will remain
a great name in the annals of American
art and we are happy to do even the
slight homage afforded by our pages to
point up his genius as a watercolorist.

E. . TV.

EDWARD BETTS (from page 42)

but also on Monhegan Island, sixteen
miles out at sea off Port Clyde. Al-
though my visits to Monhegan were
fairly brief, its rugged cliffs, dark pines
and pounding surf have made a lasting
impression on virtually all my work.

My summer studio in Ogunquit is on
a high hill overlooking the harbor, Per-
kins Cove and the open sea, so that, as
I paint, the sea and the harbor activi-
ties are constantly within view. Even in
winter, when I am teaching at the Uni-
versity of Illinois, I retain some of the
flavor of the seacoast in my studio in
Champaign with pieces of driftwood,
weathered lobster buoys, shells, rope
and so on.

Most of my compositions are hori-
zontal rather than vertical because I so
often paint a long stretch of beach with
bands of sky, sea and shore. My pur-
pose primarily is to seek out the struc-
ture and inner order that already exists
in nature, rather than to impose an
arbitrary design on my subject matter.
I have already accepted the fact that I
am not an experimenter trying to
formulate a new tradition. I am [ar
more deeply concerned with a personal
response to nature’s shapes, textures
and patterns, and with creating a pic-
torial expression of that experience, the
eventual aim being a truly meaningful
integration of abstract structure with
visual reality., It is the struggle to
achieve that integration which is the
driving force behind all my painting
and thinking.

TODAY'S
BEST

techniques,
ideas —

and how to
USE them

ADVERTISING
lAYOUT WILLIAM

SHOWS HOW top advertising artists
create successful, result-getting layouts.
Up-to-the-minute ideas and approaches
for ncwspaper, magazine, direct mail.
poster, TV layouts. Complete instruc:
tions—from basic rules to ‘high fashion
technique — supplemented with 10C
finished and unfinished layouts by lead
ing professionals. Many clarifying mar
ginal sketches. Over 215 ills, 4 pp. ir
color. $6.51

Handbook of
Graphic Presentation

CALVIN F. SCHMID
WORKING GUIDE for all concernes

with clear visualization of statistical dat.
in interest-rousing charts and graphs
Each basic type of chart, including 3
dimensionals, is analyzed in detail witl
particular reference to its advantages
disadvantages. Scores of examples fron
a wide variety of fields. 210 ills., tables
316 pp. $:

Send for these books. Save postage by
remitting with order. Books returnable

LONGYEAR

if not satisfactory. Address Dept. AA-1

" THE RONALD PRESS COMPANY

15 East 26th St., New York 10

BRACKMAN

HisArtand Teaching i
by Kenneth Bates s

$4.75

To assure a copy, mall check to:
NOANK PUBLISHING STUDIO §
NOANK CONNECTICUT

FREE CATALOG!

NOW AVAILABLE!

The most complete catalog of its kind evs
published! ARTISTS" SUPPLIES, SIL
SCREEN AND SIGN SUPPLIES—THOL
SANDS OF ITEMS LISTED! Reque
must be on your company letterhead.

THE OHIO ART MATERIALS CO.

2174 E. 9th St Cleveland 15, ©

qzem;%awz CIAtisTs

ree Lance

Designs, lettering or working drawings for all

occasions. Definite assignments at better
than average prices. Permanent connection.
Must have recent experience.

‘rnas, nc.

8 Soiith Richards St. Joliet, lllinois
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